As I corresponded with these scholars and read their work and other articles and books, I saw repeated references to a 1965 University of Chicago Ph.D. dissertation by Ronald Matthias, "The Know Nothing Movement in Iowa." Everyone spoke highly of the quality of the dissertation. When I read the microfilm copy of the dissertation in the library of the State Historical Society of Iowa, I, too, was impressed. Why, I wondered, had none of this fine work ever appeared in print, at least to my knowledge? Then I learned that Matthias currently works in Iowa's academic community, no longer as a historian but as an administrator at Wartburg College. When I took the matter up with him, he informed me that, indeed, he never had published anything about Iowa Know Nothings, though he had long ago prepared a conference paper that summarized portions of the dissertation. Eventually, we agreed to publish that unannotated conference paper-with some modest revisions and some equally modest documentation-in this issue.
Among those scholars with whom I had been corresponding about antebellum politics were Tyler Anbinder and Robert R. Dykstra-both of whom had alerted me to Matthias's work. Thus was born this special issue of the Annals of Iowa on the Know Nothings in Iowa. The work by Dykstra and Anbinder represents the cutting edge of contemporary scholarship, while Matthias's essay reproduces some of the grounding on which that contemporary scholarship is based. Matthias surveyed a vast range of newspapers and correspondence and visually analyzed election returns. (Because of the provenance of Matthias's essay, thorough documentation proved impossible. Interested readers are urged to return to his dissertation for complete documentation of his sources.) Dykstra's reliance on Matthias's groundbreaking work is evident in the notes to his essay. But since Matthias wrote his dissertation, a generation of scholars has applied new methodological and interpretive techniques to the study of antebellum politics and nativist movements. Dykstra and Anbinder have benefited from the insights that have emerged from that work. Dykstra added his own sophisticated, computer-aided analyses of Iowa election returns, and Anbinder has unparalleled knowledge of the institutional records of Know Nothing organizations throughout the northern states.
For essays that cover the same rather narrow topic, there is remarkably little overlap, because each has a different goal. Dykstra's article provides a summary of the electoral rise and fall of the Iowa Know Nothings, along with an analysis of the sources of their support. Matthias offers a broader look at the cultural basis of the movement, along with some impressionistic suggestions about the narrower motivations of the politicians who were drawn to the movement. Anbinder's introduction to William Penn Clarke's commentary on the national meetings of Know Nothings and Republicans in 1856 places that prominent Iowa Know Nothing's actions in the national political context. 1 . For anyone whose research interest in the movement is kindled by these essays, William Penn Clarke's papers, held by the State Historical Society of Iowa, would be a good place to start. Careful readers will note that, because the three authors draw on somewhat different sources for somewhat different purposes, they do not always agree about the nature of the Know Nothing movement. For example, scholarship in the intervening years since Matthias completed his work has suggested that nativist sentiment may have been more prevalent in Iowa than the sources Matthias used indicate, but he has chosen to stand by his judgments based on his reading of the evidence. These articles offer valuable perspectives on the long-overlooked Know Nothing movement in Iowa, but it is unlikely that the last word has been written on the topic. At least, the authors and I hope not.
